University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
SourceMex

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

4-23-2003

Fox Agrees To Seek Changes to Agriculture
Sections of NAFTA
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/sourcemex
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Fox Agrees To Seek Changes to Agriculture Sections of NAFTA." (2003). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
sourcemex/4625

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in SourceMex by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 52762
ISSN: 1054-8890

Fox Agrees To Seek Changes to Agriculture Sections of
NAFTA
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Mexico
Published: 2003-04-23
President Vicente Fox's administration has agreed to seek major changes in the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) to help Mexican agriculture producers. Under an accord reached
with leaders of agriculture organizations, the administration pledged to seek to negotiate a side
agreement that would exempt beans and some corn varieties from the tariff-elimination process.
In the 90-page agreement, the administration agreed to explore the possibility of exempting corn
and beans from NAFTA tariff elimination or at least to pursue tighter restrictions for the two
products, which are staples of the Mexican diet. "The federal executive...will begin immediate
consultations with the governments of the United States and Canada with the objective of revising
the tariff-lifting process on white corn and beans established under NAFTA and to substitute it with
a permanent administrative mechanism for imports," read the text of the agreement, known as the
Acuerdo Nacional para el Campo.

Mexico could seek tariff exemptions for white corn, beans
Under one proposal discussed with farm groups, Mexico would seek to eliminate all imports of
white corn from the US, except in cases of severe shortages. Agriculture producers have blamed
imports for low domestic prices. In some instances, the government came under criticism for
importing corn at levels above the annual quota, affecting prices to domestic producers (see
SourceMex, 1999-09-29).
Tariffs on corn have been reduced gradually from 200% when NAFTA was implemented in 1994 to
127% in 2001. They were scheduled to be eliminated completely by 2008. In the case of beans, the
Fox administration pledged to implement safeguards that would prevent imports at below- market
prices.
In March of this year, the administration imposed an embargo on bean imports from the US,
Canada, and Nicaragua. This embargo was to prevent third countries from smuggling beans into the
country through countries that have a trade agreement with Mexico (see SourceMex, 2003-03-12).
The president said the changes to NAFTA could be negotiated when Mexican, US, and Canadian
representatives meet in June at an undisclosed location to review the agreement. At that time, said
Fox, the three countries will be drafting a "new vision" for NAFTA for the next 10 years.
"We want to go beyond what NAFTA represents in trade as well as political and social relations,"
Fox told foreign correspondents. "Of course, we also want to make advances in the area of human
resources and migration."
Most importantly, Fox said, the discussions would include the possibility of "enhancing" the
agriculture sections of NAFTA. Fox's commitment to seek modifications in NAFTA is a shift in policy
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for the administration, which had long insisted that no changes were needed to the trade accord.
The change is seen as a response to the constant pressure from the agriculture sector to improve
the farm sector, which has remained depressed for many years. Many studies indicate that very few
agriculture producers have benefitted from NAFTA (see SourceMex, 1999-02-03).
The pressure from agriculture organizations has been especially strong this year, when tariffs
were eliminated from all US and Canadian agricultural imports except on white corn, beans, and
powdered milk.

Fox negotiates agreement with farm groups
The president sought to reduce the impact of the increased imports by negotiating the Acuerdo
Nacional para el Campo with organizations like El Campo No Aguanta Mas, the Confederacion
Nacional de Propietarios Rurales (CNPR), the Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC), the
Central Campesina Independiente (CCI), the Congreso Agrario Permanente (CAP), and El Barzon.
Among other things, the accord would boost financial assistance to the farm sector and develop
other mechanisms to assist agriculture producers. Still, the participating organizations threatened to
reject any agreement that did not include some renegotiation of the agriculture sections of NAFTA
(see 2002-12-04). "We were not about to break off or close the dialogue," said Victor Suarez Carrera
and Miguel Colungas, representatives of El Campo No Aguanta Mas. "But the government had to
understand that we were not seeking just an increase in funds or more programs but a major change
in policy."
In the end, the president agreed to their demand to seek to exempt corn and beans from NAFTA
tariffs but did not agree to make any changes to tariff provisions for other products. "The campesino
organizations involved in the dialogue are very pleased with this decision," said Rafael Galindo,
an officer with the CCI and CAP. "Our intention all along has been to push for Mexico to trigger
mechanisms that were already part of NAFTA." Interior Secretary Santiago Creel said the
agreement, which offers almost 3 billion pesos (US$284 million) in emergency aid to the agriculture
sector this year, is likely to become official at a signing ceremony at the end of April.
The funds for the emergency assistance will come from excess oil-export revenues. Oil-export
prices have exceeded expectations because the war in Iraq and other factors have led to temporary
shortages (see SourceMex, 2003-01-22 and 2003-04-02). US, Canadian support uncertain The
president's decision to support changes in the NAFTA agriculture sections may also be related
to the upcoming July 6 congressional and gubernatorial elections, which are expected to be very
competitive (see SourceMex, 2003-03-12). \
Opposition parties had sought to make the agriculture question a centerpiece of the election,
going as far as to push an initiative in the Senate to impose a one-year moratorium on the tariff
elimination that went into effect on Jan. 1, 2003. The Senate eventually abandoned that proposal (see
SourceMex, 2002-12-18).
The Fox administration's announcement that NAFTA agriculture "enhancements" will be discussed
with Canada and the US in June do not guarantee that those countries will support those changes,
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at least not to the extent sought by the Mexican government. In a recent interview with reporters
in Mexico City, Canadian Ambassador Keith Christie said his government is not willing to reopen
NAFTA to modify the agriculture sectors because this would set a bad precedent for the rest of the
agreement. "If we open one section (at the request of Mexico), our government will want to reopen
another section and the US may want to seek changes in another area," said Christie. "This would
put the entire package in danger."
The US government has made very few comments about the proposed changes to NAFTA, although
some Mexican legislators say they have detected some flexibility from the US Congress.
Sens. German Sierra of the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and
Raymundo Cardenas of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) said they have
discussed possibilities with members of the agriculture and trade committees in the US House
of Representatives and the Senate. "There is a willingness to look at this issue," said the Mexican
legislators.
Still, Fox and members of the private sector insist that changes sought by Fox do not represent
a renegotiation of NAFTA but merely an improvement to provisions that are already part of the
agreement. "The Fox government seeks to expand on certain themes already in NAFTA, but
this does not imply a revision or even an expansion of the accord," said Hector Rangel Domene,
president of the Consejo Coordinador Empresarial (CCE).
Officials at the Secretaria de Gobernacion (SEGOB) expressed similar sentiments. "We are not
seeking a confrontation with the US and Canada," said Gonzalo Altamirano Dimas, a high-level
SEGOB official. "We will eventually determine what mechanisms we can use to make changes to
the accord. Interior Secretary Creel raised the possibility that some changes could be implemented
through parallel agreements, similar to those negotiated by former US President Bill Clinton
on labor and the environment. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the
Interbank rate in effect on April 23, reported at 10.53 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: Associated Press,
04/14/03; Spanish news service EFE, 04/13/03, 04/14/03; CNI en Linea, 04/15/03; Reuters, 04/16/03;
Notimex, 04/14-16/03, 04/20/03; Agencia de noticias Proceso, 04/13-15/03, 04/21/03, 04/22/03; Dow
Jones newswires, 04/22/03; La Jornada, 04/13/03, 04/15/03, 04/17/03, 04/18/03, 04/22/03, 04/23/03;
El Universal, 04/14/03, 04/15/03, 04/23/03; El Sol de Mexico, 04/14-16/03, 04/22/03, 04/23/03; El
Financiero, 04/14-16/03, 04/23/03; La Cronica de Hoy, 04/14-17/03, 04/21/03, 04/23/03; Milenio Diario,
04/14-18/03, 04/21/03, 04/23/03; Reforma, 04/14/03, 04/16-18/03, 04/23/03; The Dallas Morning News,
04/23/03)
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